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The purpose of this thesis was to find out the current perceptions of ecotourism in 
Finland. The research topic derived from my personal interest in the subject and 
observations about the lack of ecotourism products and marketing in Finland. 
Ecotourism as a field of study is challenging because of the lack of a global 
definition. 
 
Various global ecotourism concepts were examined in order to find the scope for the 
study, because there is no ecotourism organization in Finland nor has the term 
ecotourism been defined. Ecotourism best practices from abroad were searched, 
and the emergence of ecotourism and sustainable tourism in Finland to date was 
also examined. 
 
The research method was mixed: content analysis, survey and semi-structured 
theme interviews together helped to reach a broader understanding of the current 
situation. In content analysis the certification criteria of Finland’s three biggest 
sustainable tourism organizations ECEAT Finland, PAN Parks, and Green Tourism 
of Finland® were analyzed to see how well they fit to the global definitions of 
ecotourism. A survey was sent to Finnish nature-based tourism entrepreneurs to 
find out how they define ecotourism and what kind of relation they have with the 
branch. Furthermore, four sustainable tourism and ecotourism experts were 
interviewed. 
 
From the three biggest sustainable tourism certificates, PAN Parks was the most 
ecotourism oriented. Green Tourism of Finland® and ECEAT need to deepen the 
socio-cultural sustainability and the economical aspect in their criteria in order to be 
called ecotourism certificates. In Finland ecotourism is understood as nature friendly 
tourism, which supports nature preservation, and where consumption of natural 
resources is minimized by recycling, saving energy, using non-motorized means of 
transportation such as skis and bicycles, and supporting local production. Finnish 
nature-based tourism entrepreneurs’ understanding of ecotourism is limited to the 
environmental issues. Deeper understanding of the term, where the educational 
aspect and socio-cultural dimension in sustainable management are included, is 
missing.  
 
Finland is seen to have great potential in ecotourism, but the lack of governmental 
support, value-conflicts that ecotourism might bring to the local community and  
Finns’ incapability to see ecologicality as a competitive advantage in business have 
kept ecotourism very small-scale in the country. Concrete governmental support to 
ecotourism and more educational opportunities about sustainable tourism would 
help ecotourism to evolve and thus increase Finland’s competitiveness on the field 
against Sweden and Norway. 
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Opinnäytetyön tarkoituksena oli selvittää ekomatkailun tämänhetkiset näkemykset 
Suomessa. Työn aihe muotoutui henkilökohtaisesta kiinnostuksestani aiheeseen ja 
havaintoihin ekomatkailutuotteiden ja markkinoinnin puuttumisesta Suomessa. 
Ekomatkailu tieteenalana on haastava globaalin määritelmän puuttumisen vuoksi. 
 
Erilaisia globaaleja ekomatkailun käsitteitä tutkimalla määriteltiin tutkimuksen 
laajuus, sillä Suomessa ei ole ekomatkailuorganisaatiota eikä ekomatkailua terminä 
ole määritelty. Ulkomaalaisia ekomatkailuesimerkkejä sekä ekomatkailun ja 
kestävän matkailun kehityskulkua tähän päivään saakka Suomessa kuvattiin myös. 
 
Tutkimusmetodina käytettiin monimenetelmä-metodia: sisältöanalyysi, kysely ja 
teemahaastattelu mahdollistivat yhdessä mahdollisimman kattavan kokonaiskuvan 
muodostamisen. Sisältöanalyysissa maan kolmen suurimman kestävän matkailun 
organisaation ECEAT Suomen, PAN Parksin ja Green Tourism of Finlandin® 
kriteerit analysoitiin, jotta nähtäisiin, kuinka hyvin ne täyttävät globaalit ekomatkailun 
määritelmät. Suomalaisille luontomatkailuyrittäjille tehtiin kysely, jossa haettiin 
vastauksia siihen, kuinka yrittäjät ymmärtävät ekomatkailun ja miten he alaan 
suhtautuvat. Lisäksi haastateltiin neljää alan ammattilaista. 
 
Maan kolmesta suurimmasta kestävän matkailun sertifikaatista PAN Parks täytti 
ekomatkailun määritteet parhaiten. Green Tourism of Finlandin® ja ECEAT Suomen 
tulisi syventää sosiokulttuuriseen ja taloudelliseen kestävyyteen liittyviä 
kriteereitään, jotta niitä voisi kutsua ekomatkailusertifikaateiksi. Suomessa 
ekomatkailu ymmärretään ympäristöystävällisenä matkailuna, joka tukee 
luonnonsuojelua ja jossa luonnonvaroja kulutetaan mahdollisimman vähän 
kierrättämällä, energiaa säästämällä, suosimalla ei-motorisoituja kulkuneuvoja 
(kuten suksia ja pyöriä) ja tukemalla paikallista tuotantoa. Suomalaisten 
luontomatkailuyrittäjien tuntemus ekomatkailusta rajoittuu ympäristöasioihin. 
Syvempi ymmärrys, jossa ympäristökasvatus ja sosiokulttuurinen kestävyys otetaan 
huomioon, puuttuu. 
 
Suomella nähtiin olevan suurta potentiaalia ekomatkailuun. Suomalaiset 
luontomatkailuyrittäjät ovat luonnostaan hyvin ympäristötietoisia, mutta 
ekologisuutta pidetään ns. itsestäänselvyytenä eikä sitä siksi osata hyödyntää 
markkinoinnissa. Tämä itsestäänselvyys, valtion tuen puuttuminen ekomatkailulle, 
ekomatkailun mahdolliset arvokonfliktit paikallisyhteisön keskuudessa sekä 
termistön huono tuntemus ovat syitä siihen, miksi ekomatkailu Suomessa on 
vieläkin erittäin pienimuotoista. Valtion tuki ja kestävän matkailun opetuksen 
lisääminen edesauttaisivat ekomatkailun positiivista kehityskulkua Suomessa. Tämä 
lisäisi myös maan kilpailukykyä alalla Ruotsia ja Norjaa vastaan. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 
Sustainability in tourism is a growing trend. Ecotourism is stated to be one of 

the fastest growing forms of tourism. However, ecotourism lacks one global 

definition. Therefore, each country, region or even a company can define 

ecotourism in their own terms. Certifications and organizations dedicated to 

promotion of ecotourism such as Nature’s Best in Sweden and The ECO 

Certification Program of Australia have become essential in defining what 

ecotourism stands for in each area/country.  

 

In Finland the term sustainable tourism can be spotted often today in tourism 

related documents and discussions. However, discussion about ecotourism 

seems to be non-existing. Neither is there an organization dedicated 

specifically to promotion of ecotourism. In a country where tourism is mostly 

nature-based, ecological issues are found important, and in times when 

competition is tighter than ever, it seems strange that ecotourism not taking a 

stand like it has in other countries worldwide. 

 

In addition to non-existing discussion, neither has ecotourism been 

thoroughly researched. There are only few studies explicitly about ecotourism 

in Finland. Björk researched Finnish consumers’ and travel agencies’ 

knowledge about ecotourism in the late 90s and in the early 21st century. The 

studies showed that travel agencies and Finnish tourists had heard about 

ecotourism, but were missing a deeper understanding of the concept. (Björk 

1997, 66; 2004, 35.) In the late 90s travel agencies saw no market for 

ecotourism in Finland, and before taking the initial to educate themselves 

about ecotourism, the agencies were expecting the markets to start asking 

about sustainable tourism practices. (Björk 1997, 66.) 

 

The purpose of this thesis project is to find out about the current perceptions 

of ecotourism in Finland. This is done by examining the sustainable tourism 

certificates in Finland, interviewing stakeholders and sending a web-based 

survey to Finnish nature-based tourism companies. Based on a literary 

review of how ecotourism is defined on a global scale and introducing some 

best practices from abroad, a content analysis for certification criteria of 
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Finnish sustainable tourism organizations such as ECEAT, PAN Parks, and 

Green Tourism of Finland® is done in order to find out how well the 

certificates fit to ecotourism. Then Finnish nature-based companies’, tourism 

professionals’ and organizations’ relation with ecotourism is examined by 

finding out how do they define ecotourism, what eco-related principles do the 

companies have, what kind of possibilities and challenges do they see in 

ecotourism based co-operation (e.g. networking, marketing, education), and 

finally what is their attitude towards ecotourism. 

 

The commissioner of the thesis is European Centre for Ecological and 

Agricultural Tourism (ECEAT Finland). ECEAT Finland develops and 

promotes tourism that supports organic agriculture and sustainable 

development. ECEAT hopes the thesis process brings out reasons why 

entrepreneurs’ want to certify their companies or products and how the 

ECEAT certificate has been experienced in the companies. 
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2 ECOTOURISM CRITERIA AND CONTEXT 

2.1 The Concept of Ecotourism 

2.1.1 Definitions 

 
The concept of ecotourism started emerging in the 1960s (Björk 2007, 24), 

and the first marketed educational ―ecotour‖ was introduced by the Canadian 

Forestry Service in 1973 along the Trans-Canada Highway (Weaver 2008, 

2). The greater emerge of ecotourism started in the beginning of the 1990s, 

as alternative forms of tourism that would bring more positive outcomes to 

destinations than mass tourism were sought. Ecotourism was perceived as 

tourism that is ―small-scale, locally controlled type of nature-based tourism 

that complements the local economy and blends into the local cultural 

landscape‖. (Weaver 2008, 4.) Today ecotourism is regarded as one of the 

fastest growing forms of tourism (TIES 1990–2010) and according to some 

suggestions it can be mass tourism as well (Weaver 2008, 6). 

 

What makes the whole industry of ecotourism and ecotourism research 

interesting is that the term ―ecotourism‖ lacks one global definition. This 

allows tourism destinations to define ecotourism in their own terms, which 

tells about the complexity of the industry as well. Edwards et al. (cited in 

Björk 2007, 41) have concluded that a universal definition might not even be 

ideal, since ecotourism is practiced in different ways in different parts of the 

world, and is thereby applied to local conditions. Ecotourism has been 

defined as:  

responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the 
environment and improves the wellbeing of local people (The 
International Ecotourism Society 1990–2010.) 

  

all forms of tourism in which the main motivation of tourists is the 
observation and appreciation of nature, which contributes to its 
conservation, and which minimizes negative impacts on the 
natural and socio cultural environment where it takes place 
(World Tourism Organization 2002.) 

 
a form of tourism that fosters learning experiences and 
appreciation of the natural environment, or some component 
thereof, within its associated cultural context. It is managed in 
accordance with industry best practice to attain environmentally 
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and socio-culturally sustainable outcomes as well as financial 
viability. (Weaver 2008, 17.) 

 

a sustainable form of natural resource-based tourism that 
focuses on experiencing and learning about nature, and which is 
ethically managed to be low-impact, non-consumptive, and 
locally oriented (control, benefits, and scale). It typically occurs in 
natural areas, and should contribute to the conservation of 
preservation of such areas. (Fennell 2003, 25.) 

  

It can be seen from these definitions, and also Blamey (2001, 6) points out 

that most academic and industry-based definitions include ecotourism to be 

at least nature-based, environmentally educating and sustainably managed. 

However, it is hard to determine to what extent sustainable actions, the 

learning component and relation to nature should be applied to tourism to be 

able to call it ecotourism. The establishment of ecotourism organizations and 

certification programs such as Nature’s Best in Sweden and ECO 

Certification Program in Australia have helped to define this line at least in 

some regions. However, it is the industry’s best practice that keeps 

determining what ecotourism is. Next these defining components of 

ecotourism are discussed in more detail. 

2.1.2 Basis in Nature -Dimension 

 

In nature-based tourism the attractions are based primarily on the natural 

environment or some element thereof (Weaver 2008, 10), and direct 

enjoyment of some relatively undisturbed phenomenon of nature takes place 

(Valentine 1992, according to Blamey 2001, 8). Based on this definition, in 

ecotourism the attractions are based on a particular ecosystem or habitat 

such as rainforest, but also on some specific component of it such as 

interesting species of flora and fauna (Weaver 2008, 10). For example 

wildlife observing can be regarded as ecotourism. 

2.1.3 Educational Dimension 

 

Nature-based tourism involves some degree of learning, but education and 

interpretation serve as key elements in defining characteristics of ecotourism 

experiences. While learning is a natural process, education is planned and 

systematic. In ecotourism the purpose is to provide information regarding 
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natural and cultural attractions and educate the tourists to take sustainable 

actions. (Blamey 2001, 8.) The education method can take various forms: 

credit courses, tours with expert commentary or guidebooks. The participant 

may be satisfied with superficial exposure and simple information that is 

entertaining, but several ecotourism definitions stress that broader and 

deeper understanding that goes beyond the focal ecosystem should be 

sought. (Weaver 2008, 11-12.) 

2.1.3 Sustainable Management 

 

ʽSustainably managed tourism is economically viable but does not destroy 

the resources on which the future of tourism depends, notably the physical 

and social environment of the host communityʼ (Swarbrooke 1999, 13). The 

three dimensions of sustainable tourism management are environmental, 

economic and socio-cultural.  

 

Tourism generally has a negative impact on the natural environment, but at 

the same time it can be beneficial to it by providing motivation for 

environmental conservation. Swarbrooke (1999, 54–55) suggests the 

following principles that make tourism more environmentally friendly: holistic 

thinking of ecosystems rather than just components of it, regulation on the 

negative impacts such as land-use planning and building control, 

encouraging good practices such as energy-efficiency and recycling rather 

than just preventing bad practices, raising awareness among the industry in 

order to reduce negative environmental impacts, paying a price that covers 

the environmental costs of tourism, and maintaining a balance between 

conservation and development. 

 

The economic sustainability of a destination involves economic benefits 

overcoming the economic costs. The benefits of tourism should spread as 

widely as possible throughout the community, and local businesses are 

supported over larger, externally owned businesses. The tourists should pay 

a fair compensation for their holiday experience while the money generated 

from tourism stays in the local community allowing no economic leakages. 

(Swarbrooke 1999, 61–66.) 
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The social dimension of sustainable tourism includes several players: the 

tourist, foreign tour operators, destination government, local tourism industry 

and the host community. Social sustainability requires fair treatment of all 

these stakeholders. Socially fair tourism has been suggested to consist of 

four Es: equity, equal opportunities, ethics, and tourists and hosts being 

equal partners. The host community should strongly be involved in 

participation, planning, education and employment, and long-term benefits 

should evolve. Especially the socio-cultural impacts of tourism and host-

guest relations need to be addressed. (Swarbrooke 1999, 70–78, 323–324.) 

Abandonment of cultural traditions and values, significant life-style changes, 

temporality of tourism and little or no economic return to those being affected 

by tourism in the community are all impacts that should not result from 

sustainably managed tourism. The lack of authenticity, economic leakage 

and cultural exploitation that result from no support and/or involvement from 

the community, the policy decisions directed by outsiders and the lack of 

training and education opportunities offered for the community members 

leave tourism socio-culturally unsustainable. 

 

2.2 Ecotourism and Other Forms of Tourism 

2.2.1 Ecotourism vs. Nature-based Tourism 

 
Nature-based tourism, sustainable tourism, wildlife tourism, adventure 

tourism and alternative tourism have all been used as synonyms for 

ecotourism which has led to confusion and misunderstanding of how 

ecotourism relates to other forms of tourism (Weaver 2008, 18). In nature-

based tourism the attractions are based primarily on the natural environment 

or some element thereof and direct enjoyment of some relatively undisturbed 

phenomenon of nature takes place. Ecotourism is seen as a subset of 

nature-based tourism (Figure 1) (Blamey 2001, 27) along with adventure 

tourism and wildlife tourism, but it distinguishes itself with the requirement of 

an educational component and sustainable management. Some researchers 

suggest that urban tourism can also be qualified as ecotourism, but in this 

thesis ecotourism is treated purely as a subset of nature-based tourism. 
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Figure 1. Ecotourism and Nature-based Tourism (Weaver 2008, 18) 

2.2.2 Ecotourism vs. Sustainable Tourism 

 
Although sustainably managed tourism is economically viable, it does not 

destroy the resources on which the future of tourism will depend, notably the 

physical and social environment of the host community. ‛Sustainable tourism 

development guidelines and management practices are applicable to all 

forms of tourism in all types of destinations’ (UNWTO 2004, according to 

UNEP 2011), whereas ecotourism covers only nature-based tourism. 

Ecotourism is therefore a subset of sustainable tourism (Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Ecotourism and Sustainable Tourism (applied from Weaver 2008, 23) 

2.2.3 Ecotourism vs. Adventure Tourism 

 
Adventure tourism generally consists of three components: an element of 

risk, high level of physical exertion, and use of specialized skills (Buckley 

2006, Weaver 2001 according to Weaver 2008, 20). Ecotourism can meet 

these requirements in some cases and therefore qualify as adventure tourism 

(Figure 3). Adventure tourism, however, is not always nature-based, nor does 

it require sustainable management. Even if the activity were nature-based 

Sustainable 
tourism 

Eco-
tourism 

Nature-based 
tourism 

Eco-
tourism 
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and sustainably managed, the motivation of the tourist can lie more on the 

challenge and physical exertion than on the educational experience in nature 

which ecotourism stresses. (Weaver 2008, 20.) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Ecotourism and Adventure Tourism (Weaver 2008, 21) 

2.2.4 Ecotourism vs. Wildlife tourism 

 
Wildlife tourism is based on ʽencounters with non-domesticated animals in 

non-captive and captive settingsʼ (Higginbottom according to Weaver 2008, 

19). The captive and consumptive elements of wildlife tourism distinguish it 

from ecotourism (Figure 4), even though hunting remains a controversial 

issue in ecotourism. It can be argued that hunting and fishing do not promote 

conservation of nature and because humans are disturbing the natural 

environment directly they cannot be considered as ecotourism. On the other 

hand, hunting regulates the species population, and humans have controlled 

and will continue controlling the ecosystem. Controlling the population of 

some species may result in the recovery of other species populations. In 

trophy and sport hunting tourism, tourists travel long distances to kill animals 

for entertainment and their heads as trophies whereas locals could kill the 

same animals for money and food. In contrast hunting is a nature-based 

activity which is traditional for indigenous cultures. Locals benefit financially 

from this expensive tourism activity and if regulated and monitored right, it 

can bring long-term economic benefits for the community. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Ecotourism and Wildlife Tourism (Weaver 2008, 19) 
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2.2.5 Ecotourism vs. Cultural Tourism 

 
In cultural tourism the cultural component has the primary role in a product. 

Ecotourism also includes this cultural component, but it has a secondary role. 

However, for example in Indigenous tourism the boundary whether the 

cultural or the natural environment has the primary role is hazy. Therefore 

ecotourism and cultural tourism can be depicted as overlapping (Figure 5). 

Cultural tourism overlaps with ecotourism more than adventure tourism 

because only a small portion of ecotourism entails the characteristics of 

adventure tourism. (Weaver 2008, 19-20.) 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Ecotourism and cultural tourism (Weaver 2008, 19) 
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3 ECOTOURISM BEST PRACTICES ABROAD 

 

3.1 Ecotourism Development in Australia 

Australia is the world’s leading ecotourism country. Ecotourism Australia 

Association was established in 1991, and its ECO Certification Program was 

the first ecotourism certificate worldwide (Ecotourism Australia 2011, 

Ecotourism Australia 2011b). It is no wonder that Australia is leading the way 

of ecotourism: the charismatic ecosystems that include the Great Barrier 

Reef, Fraser Island and the Kakadu National Park among others are like no 

other in the world but very fragile to changes. The country is also home to 

Indigenous cultures. Moreover, the biggest natural tourism attractions are 

located close to large population centers, and in addition to a number of 

domestic visitors the country maintains a high international profile in nature-

based tourism. (Weaver 2008, 275.) 

 

The well-developed ecotourism industry of Australia has been stimulated 

much by governmental support. In 1993 Australia’s federal government 

created the National Ecotourism Strategy (NES), which guided the 

development and management of the industry and is still considered as the 

best-known example of ecotourism planning on a national level. (Weaver 

2008, 231; 275.) The collaboration among stakeholders and the high level of 

concrete governmental support were crucial in creating the Australian 

ecotourism industry (Weaver 2008, 233), which today is estimated to 

generate a turnover of AUD 250 million annually (Downing 2001, 142). 

Ecotourism Australia’s Mission Statement (see Table 1) is very business 

oriented, highlighting the maturity of the industry in the country even more. 

The ECO Certification Program of Ecotourism Australia was one concrete 

outcome of NES (Weaver 2008, 233). The ECO Certification has three levels 

(Nature Tourism, Ecotourism, Advanced Ecotourism) based on the operator’s 

commitment to ecotourism practices. Today there are 550 certified tour 

operators. (Ecotourism Australia 2011.) According to Ecotourism Australia 

(2011c), the certification program is now being exported to the rest of the 

world as an International Ecotourism Standard.  
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Table 1. Ecotourism Australia’s Mission Statement (Ecotourism Australia 2011b) 

Ecotourism Australia's Mission is about growing, consolidating and promoting 
ecotourism and other committed tourism operations to become more sustainable, 
through approaches such as:  

 developing and adopting standards for sustainable practices  

 increasing the professionalism of those working within the tourism industry  

 streamlining policies and processes that have in the past complicated operating in 

protected areas  

 assisting operators to improve the quality of interpretation offered about the 

places they visit  

 improving positioning and financial viability for operators who adopt sustainable 

practices  

 contributing to conservation solutions and projects; involving and providing 

benefits to local communities  

 marketing the principles of sustainability to increase awareness across the tourism 

industry 

 
 
An example of an ECO Australia certified company is Adventure Bay 

Charters which offers swimming with the tuna, sea lions and great white 

sharks at Eyre Peninsula, South Australia. The company’s flagship product 

shark cage diving tour has been groundbreaking in the Australian shark cage 

diving industry. They have found a responsible way to attract sharks without 

using berley, and that way responding to the local community’s concerns 

about berleying sharks. The innovative use of sound vibration has granted 

Adventure Bay Charters Ecotourism Australia’s Advanced Ecotourism 

certificate, and they have won the Regional Tourism Award for Sustainability 

in three consecutive years. The company is a family run business owned by 

Matt Waller, a fourth generation fisherman. (Adventure Bay Charters 2012; 

Captain Adventure Bay Charters 2011) 

 

3.2 Ecotourism Development in Sweden and Norway 

Tourism in Sweden and Norway relies heavily on nature-based attractions. A 

competitor-analysis by the Finnish Tourist Board depicts Sweden and 

Norway as the biggest competitors in the markets for several nature-based 

tourism activities such as skiing, dog sledding, reindeer programs, fishing, ice 
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fishing, kayaking, rafting and wildlife observing (Visit Finland 2009). 

Moreover, Finland and Norway are seen as the most interesting Nordic 

countries for nature-based tourism in Central-European markets and Russia 

(MEK 2010, 32).  

 

Unlike Finland, Sweden and Norway both have a segment of certified 

ecotourism which is supported by the national tourist boards. In Sweden 

Swedish Ecotourism Association (Svenska Ekoturismföreningen) introduced 

―Nature’s Best‖ (Naturen’s bästa) ecolabel to tourism operators in the 

International Year of Ecotourism 2002, making it the first ecotourism label in 

Europe. The label has six basic principles (see Table 2) that have to be 

fulfilled by every certified tour operator. Today the label includes over 180 

certified tourism activities in Sweden. (Visit Sweden 2011; Ekoturismförening 

2004.)  
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Table 2. The Six Principles of Sweden’s Nature’s Best Ecolabel (Ekoturismförening 

2004b) 

1. Respect the limitations of the destination – minimise the negative impacts on local 

nature and culture. 

Ecotourism is about preserving what the visitor has come to experience. The ecological 

and cultural capacity of each area must be respected. This means tour operators must 

have a solid knowledge of the destination, a local presence and work closely with others 

present in the area. 

2. Support the local economy. 

Ecotourism is about community development. Conservation can easily fail if local people 

object to it. Tangible benefits from tourism are a positive force. Each visitor contributes 

economically to the well being of the destination by renting rooms, hiring local guides and 

purchasing goods and services. The more the better. 

3. Make all the operators activities environmentally sustainable. 

Ecotour operators must set a good example of sound environmental practice. Approved 

operators have policies to minimise environmental impact by prioritising e.g. collective 

transport, sustainable lodging, waste management etc… 

4. Contribute actively to nature and cultural conservation. 

Ecotourism assumes responsibility for the protection of biodiversity and special cultural 

values. This means supporting nature preservation in various ways. Our operators 

cooperate to find ‘win-win’ ways of doing business. 

5. Promote knowledge and respect and the joy of discovery. 

Ecotourism is about travelling with curiosity and a respectful mindset. Approved operators 

are competent hosts providing visitors with a good introduction to the area.  Good advice 

and guidance are often the key to a memorable trip. 

6. Quality and safety all the way. 

Ecotourism is quality tourism. Approved tours must meet and even exceed our customers’ 

high expectations. Safety issues are taken very seriously, and we have many satisfied 

customers. An approved tour operator is a trusted supplier and partner. 

 

 
Nordic Discovery is a Nature’s Best -certified nature-based tourism company 

located in Kloten, Central-Sweden. Malignsbo-Kloten Nature Reserve is 

known for its big elk population. Founded in 2003, the company offers guided 

beaver and moose safaris, wolf tracking, paddling, hiking, snowshoeing, ice-

skating, and bicycle tours. Food products are locally produced and vary 
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according to the seasons. Nordic Discovery is actively involved in protecting 

the brown trout and rare fresh water mussel populations. They also network 

with other tour operators in the area to make the nature reserve a sustainable 

tourism destination. The company employs two people full-time and has been 

eco-certified since 2007. (Ekoturismförening 2004c; Naturarvskompaniet 

2011.) 

 

Ecotourism in Norway was according to Viken in 2006 ‛a non-existent 

phenomenon--, at least in terms of an intended business activity’. The most 

important reason for this has been Norwegians’ traditionally close 

relationship to nature and therefore not regarding their businesses especially 

―eco‖. However, many of the tourism activities include characteristics of 

ecotourism which indicate the country to be an ecotourism destination. (Viken 

2006, 50.) Norway introduced Ecotourism Norway (Norsk Økoturisme), a 

program for a national ecotourism certification, in 2008. The certification is 

developed to fit with the special features of Norwegian nature and cultural 

heritage and is in line with the criteria set by The International Ecotourism 

Society. Ecotourism Norway has seven basic principles of what ecotourism 

should be (see Table 3). The first companies have now been certified 

(Ecotourism Norway 2011), and it should be expected that Ecotourism 

Norway grows similarly to the Swedish Ecotourism Association. 
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Table 3. The Seven Principles of Ecotourism Norway (Ecotourism Norway 2011b) 
 

An ecotourism business: 

1. is nature and culture based and has ecotourism as an underlying philosophy for all its 

business activities. 

2. contributes actively to nature and culture conservation, is aware of its own effect 

on the environment and always practices a precautionary attitude. 

3. is run as sustainably as possible, constantly balancing ecological, cultural, social and 

economic considerations. 

4. contributes positively in the local community, uses the local workforce, local 

products and services, works for increased collaboration and shows a general 

responsibility towards the community. 

5. contributes to preserving listed buildings and has local adaptation, local 

architectural style and distinctiveness as a general goal in its choice of materials 

and solutions. 

6. places particularly high demands on hosts and guides, and communications and 

interpretation is a central part of the product. 

7. offers memorable experiences and creates meeting places that give employees and 

guests insight into local culture, community and environment. 

 
 
Svalbard Vilmarkssenter on the Island of Svalbard was one of the first 

Ecotourism Norway certified companies. Located at the Arctic Sea and 

known for its polar bears, nearly 65 percent of the Svalbard island consists of 

protected areas. The product range of Svalbard Vilmarkssenter consists of 

winter and summer dogsledding tours, and wilderness experiences such as 

hikes to see the northern lights. The changes in the environment and local 

species populations that are taking place in the Svalbard island as a result of 

human actions such as mining brought about the concern for sustainable 

development in the company. SVAS ʽstrives to a resource-friendly utilisation 

of the natural environment and tries to take all lifeforms into consideration in 

their workʼ. The company has been awarded with the WWF Award for Linking 

tourism and Conservation in 2002. In addition to Ecotourism Norway criteria, 

SVAS follows the Ten Principles of Arctic Tourism and the Code of Conduct 

for tourism operators in the Arctic. (Innovation Norway 2008-2011, Svalbard 

Vilmarkssenter 2011.) 
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4 ECOTOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN FINLAND 

4.1 The Emergence of Ecotourism in Finland 

The global emergence of ecotourism in the beginning of the 90s resulted in 

Finland like in other Nordic countries as discussion about what ecotourism 

stands for. Interpretations varied until in 1993 the Finnish Tourist Board 

published the document ―Sustainable tourism – the challenge of the 1990s 

for Finnish Tourism‖. The document finds ecotourism as ʽa source of 

misunderstandingsʼ, ʽnot a solution to environmental problems in the tourist 

fieldʼ, and recommends the term ―sustainable tourism‖ as more suitable to 

use in Finland. This statement derived according to Björk from 

misinterpretations of ecotourism. The Finnish legislation of national and 

natural parks and everyman’s rights was seen problematic too: incomes 

generated from ecotourism should be directed to conservation of the natural 

area, but the legislation does not allow entrance fees for tourists. (Björk 2000, 

197-198; 2004, 27-28.) 

 

The definition of the policy by the Finnish Tourist Board has had a major 

influence in ecotourism development and discussion in the country (Björk 

2004, 28; Entrepreneur 2 2011). In many tourism related documents the term 

―sustainable tourism‖ is used instead of ecotourism, and there seems to be 

little information available on ecotourism in Finnish. The only book that 

discusses ecotourism in Finland explicitly is from 1997 by Björk, where he 

studies Finnish consumers’ and travel agencies’ knowledge about ecotourism 

and lodging companies’ sustainable principles in management (Björk 1997; 

2000, 198.) Björk has also published a study on how Finnish tourists 

travelling to Sweden understand ecotourism (see Björk 2004). The studies 

showed that travel agencies and Finnish tourists have heard about 

ecotourism, but were missing a deeper understanding of the concept. Only 8 

out of 29 tourists were able to name some central dimensions of ecotourism. 

(Björk 2004, 35.) Before taking the initial to educate themselves about 

ecotourism, the travel agencies were expecting the markets to start asking 

about sustainable tourism practices: they did not see a market for ecotourism 

in Finland (Björk 1997, 66). 
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In spite of ignorance of ecotourism development, sustainability in tourism 

management has been discussed in the country and quality programs led by 

the Finnish Tourist Board have been introduced. The biggest projects include 

the YSMEK project (Ympäristöä säästävän matkailun edistämis- ja 

kehittämishanke), Green Destination Quality Net (Green DQN®) and Green 

Destination Management Net (Green DQN™) programs. The YSMEK project 

resulted as an environmental management system for hotels and restaurants 

in the late 90s (MEK 1997), whereas Green DQN® and Green DQN™ are 

environmental quality programs for tourism resorts areas created by the 

Finnish Tourist Board together with Metsähallitus Natural Heritage Services 

and Haaga Institute Foundation. So far the Pyhä-Luosto, Ylläs, Syöte and 

Kalajoki National Parks have taken part in Green DQN™ (Tapaninen 2010, 

1; Haaga-Perho 2010). 

 

According to the annual tourism development report published by the Ministry 

of Employment and the Economy, tourism companies in Finland find 

environmental issues important and there is an urge to create an image of 

environmentally sustainable tourism. The national legislation maintains 

tourism products sustainable relatively well. Whereas recycling, energy and 

water savings have been easy to take in to consideration in operation 

management, social sustainability and responsibility remain untouched. 

Ecotourism can be regarded small-scale. (Harju-Autti 2009, 36; 2010, 34.) 

Today the Finnish Tourist Board states ecotourism to be ʽa part of 

sustainable tourism which is a part of sustainable development. This is why it 

is seen in Finland more as a special group of products rather than as a 

quality nameʼ. (Finnish Tourist Board 2011.) 

 

There is no association in Finland dedicated strictly to the promotion of 

ecotourism like the one in Sweden and in Norway. The three most visible 

organizations that promote sustainable tourism and have introduced a 

certification program are ECEAT Finland, PAN Parks and Green Tourism of 

Finland®, all of which are non-governmental organizations. In addition to 

these, the Nordic Swan Ecolabel can be used in the tourism sector by hotels 

and restaurants (Joutsenmerkki 2011), and the EU flower Ecolabel in camp 
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sites and tourism accommodations (European Commission Environment 

2010). Neither of these, however, are ecolabels exclusively for tourism. 

4.2 Sustainable Tourism Organizations in Finland 

4.2.1 ECEAT Finland 

 
European Centre for Ecological and Agricultural Tourism (ECEAT) promotes 

and develops environmentally sustainable tourism that supports organic 

farming, environmental preservation, sustainable land use, preservation of 

cultural heritage, ecological business opportunities, and environmental 

education in rural areas. (ECEAT Suomi 2011.) The ECEAT network consists 

of ‛hundreds of small-scale accommodation and tourist services all over 

Europe’ (ECEAT International 2011). Suomen Luomumatkailuverkosto, a 

project of Luomu-liitto, joined ECEAT in 2003. In 2005 the organization 

became Suomen Luomumatkailuyhdistys –ECEAT Suomi ry. In 2010 ECEAT 

Finland had 36 tourism company members, the number has stayed 

somewhat the same during the past few years. (Entrepreneur 1 2011.) 

 

As ECEAT promotes environmentally responsible tourism, it has introduced 

quality criteria for ecological and cultural sustainability to its members. In 

addition to this each tourism company member has to fulfill technical quality 

requirements for security and accommodation in order to be able to use the 

ECEAT quality label. The criteria are universal, but each member country can 

have its own additional requirements. (ECEAT Finland 2011.)  In 2011 the 

annually paid membership fee for ECEAT Finland was 70€ for a tourism 

company, plus additional 30€ for a new membership. In addition to 

membership fees ECEAT Finland receives financial aid annually from the 

Ministry of the Environment. (Entrepreneur 1 2011.) 

 

4.2.2 PAN Parks 

 
Protected Area Network (PAN) Parks is a network of national parks in Europe 

combining wilderness protection and sustainable tourism (PAN Parks 2011a). 

The concept was developed by a Dutch tour operator and WWF in 1999 

(PAN Parks 2011b). The goals of the organization include creating a network 
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among the protected European wilderness areas, promote nature 

conservation through sustainable tourism, and develop a quality trademark 

for nature conservation and sustainable tourism (WWF Suomi 2011). The 

PAN Parks quality trademark is admitted by a third-party inspection for parks 

that are ‛large protected areas and prime examples of Europe’s natural 

heritage’ (PAN Parks 2008) and where nature-based tourism is managed 

sustainably with respect to nature. PAN Parks certification can also be 

admitted to tour operators that operate in a PAN park according to the 

sustainable tourism criteria. In June 2011 there were 10 certified PAN Parks 

in Europe. In Finland the Oulanka National Park and Archipelago 

(Saaristomeri) National Park are certified PAN Parks. (WWF Suomi 2011.) 

 

Oulanka National Park became a PAN Park in 2002 and creates together 

with the Paananjärvi National Park in Russia the first transboarder PAN Park. 

In Oulanka eight tour operators have been granted the PAN Park certificate 

for their commitment to sustainable tourism development. (WWF Suomi 

2011; Metsähallitus 2011.) There is also sustainably built and operated PAN 

Holiday Village next to the Oulanka National Park (PAN Village 2010). The 

Archipelago National Park was granted the PAN Park certificate in 2007, 

making it the first sea biosphere in the park network. The park consists of the 

core area of the Archipelago Sea Biosphere, established by UNESCO in 

1994 to promote sustainable development. Eight tour operators work under 

the PAN certificate in the Archipelago National Park.  (WWF Suomi 2011; 

Metsähallitus 2011b, c.) 

4.2.3 Green Tourism of Finland® 

 
Unlike ECEAT Finland and PAN Parks, Green Tourism of Finland® (GTF) is 

a Finnish network of nature tourism companies committed to sustainable 

tourism development. Originally the Green Tourism of Finland® certificate 

was a result of YSMEK project (Hemmi 1995, 346), but by 2007 only the 

registered name was left of the project when it was bought by the current 

owners of the trademark (Entrepreneur 2 2011). The Green Tourism of 

Finland® certificate is admitted to accommodation and food services, 

conference packages, and program services that use elements of Finnish 

nature and local culture, minimize environmental impacts and support local 
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employment. The goal of the products is to increase customers’ spiritual and 

physical wellbeing and enhance their relationship with nature. The certificate 

is divided into three categories: nature experience products, culture and 

wellness products, and accommodation, food and meeting products. (Green 

Tourism of Finland® 2010; 2011.) Once the company has fulfilled the 

certification criteria, the membership is valid for five years. GTF markets the 

products in the internet, mostly in social media networks. In June 2011 GTF-

certificate was used in 72 companies. (Entrepreneur 2 2011.) 
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5 THE CURRENT PERCEPTIONS OF ECOTOURISM IN 
FINLAND 

5.1 Thesis Process and Used Research Methods 

5.1.1 Thesis process 

 
The purpose of the project was to find out the current perceptions of 

ecotourism in Finland. The biggest challenge of the project was to find the 

focus of the study since there is no ecotourism definition or an organization in 

Finland which could have limited the study. I was able to study much of the 

theory in an ecotourism course during my study exchange in Canada. The 

interviews were executed before the survey, which together with the theory 

analysis enabled better understanding of what to focus on in the survey. Very 

positive throughout the project was the wide support to the thesis topic 

among all the stakeholders who were contacted: there seemed to be a real 

interest in the study results in the field and also in the Finnish Tourist Board. 

Table 4 describes the thesis process in more detail. The timetable for the 

thesis was flexible, but all in all the entire project was executed within the 

given timeframe. 

 

Table 4. Thesis Process 
 

Period of Time Task 
Used  Research 

Methods 

December 2010 Idea paper submitted 
Project plan drawn 

 

January-April 2011 

Finding the commissioner 
Familiarizing oneself with 
the concept of ecotourism 

and case studies in an 
ecotourism course 

Literature analysis 

June-July 2011 
Executing interviews 

Analysing the certificate 
criteria 

Semi-structured theme 
interviews 

Content analysis 

August 2011 Writing the theory  

September-October 2011 Developing and conducting 
survey to entrepreneurs 

Webropol survey 

October-January 2011 Analyzing the results, 
finalizing the project 
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5.1.2 The Mixed Method Approach 

 

A mixed method approach, where both qualitative and quantitative methods 

are used, was chosen as the research method. Mixed method as a research 

strategy is less well known than qualitative and quantitative approaches, it 

was only in the early 1990s when researchers began integrating the 

qualitative and quantitative data. In a mixed method strategy qualitative and 

quantitative data can be merged into one large database or the results can 

be used to support each other, e.g. qualitative quotes are used to support 

statistical results. (Creswell 2009, 14.)  

 

‛A mixed methods design is useful when either the quantitative or qualitative 

approach by itself is inadequate to best understand a research problem or 

the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative research can provide the 

best understanding.’ (Creswell 2009, 18.) In this thesis case, by conducting 

only a survey the results would have remained superficial without any 

explanation to the findings, deriving from the lack of previous research on 

ecotourism in Finland. On the other hand interviews alone would have not 

enabled generalizing the results of how ecotourism is defined in the country, 

which is the key issue when talking about ecotourism as a business. Finally, 

as there is no ecotourism organization in the country, content analysis of the 

certificates enabled defining how close the sustainable tourism industry is to 

ecotourism at the moment. 

 

5.2. Realization of the Research 

5.2.1 Content Analysis of the Certificate Criteria 

 
Organizations dedicated to promoting ecotourism are the defining institutions 

for the whole branch. As Finland does not currently have an organization that 

is dedicated strictly to ecotourism promotion, the biggest sustainable tourism 

organizations needed to be studied in order to find out how close they are to 

ecotourism and if they actually could be called ecotourism organizations.  

 

‛Content analysis is an observational research method that is used to 

systematically evaluate the actual and symbolic content of … recorded 
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communication’ (Kaplan 1943, Berelson 1952, Holsti 1969, Krippendorf 1980, 

Weber 1985, Neuendorf 2002 according to Hall‒Valentin 2005, 191). It is 

often used as a companion research instrument in multi-method studies 

(Hall‒Valentin 2005, 191). Deductive concept analysis is used when the 

existing data is tested in a new context (Catanzaro 1998 according to 

Elo‒Kyngäs 2007, 111). In deductive analysis method, a categorization 

matrix is first developed, and then the data is coded according to the 

categories. In a structured matrix only the aspects that fit to one of the 

categories are chosen from the data (Patton 1990, Sandelowski 1993, 1995 

according to  Elo‒Kyngäs 2007, 111-112). The reliability of a content analysis 

depends much on how well the categories are formed both empirically and 

conceptually. The room left for researcher’s interpretation is much based on 

the categories’ abstractness: specific words as a category are easier to code 

than subjects or themes. (Dey 1993 according to Elo‒Kyngäs 2007, 112.) 

 

The content analysis method was used to see how well the certification 

criteria for the biggest sustainable tourism organizations ECEAT Finland, 

PAN Parks, and Green Tourism of Finland® are in accordance with the 

widely agreed ecotourism concept. Originally Reilun Matkailun Yhdistys was 

in the list as well, but during the research project it came into notice that the 

organization provides guidelines for travelers rather than certification to 

entrepreneurs and was therefore dropped out. The criteria of each certificate 

were collected from the organization websites. Then each criterion and 

possible indicators were carefully examined, and when applicable the 

criterion was placed under one or more of the following categories based on 

literature review of how ecotourism is defined and what the different 

dimensions include (see Chapter 2):  

 

 basis in nature (Table 5) 

 educational component (Table 6) 

 environmental management (Table 7) 

 economic management (Table 8) 

 socio-cultural management (Table 9) 
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From the analysis it could be identified which components of ecotourism 

definitions and to what extent are present in the certificates, and if the 

certificates fulfill enough components to be called ecotourism certificates. 

5.2.2 Survey to Finnish Nature-Based Tourism Entrepreneurs 

 
In order to fulfill the purpose of the project it was also necessary to conduct a 

survey to find out how ecotourism is generally perceived and defined in the 

country when there is no official definition for it. Survey is a quantitative 

research tool that ‛provides a quantitative or numeric description of trends, 

attitudes, or opinions of a population by studying a sample of that 

population… with the intent of generalizing from a sample of population’ 

(Creswell 2009, 12). A web-based survey (Appendix 5) enabled gathering of 

a large data all over Finland in a short and efficient period of time.  

 

Because there is no ecotourism organization that would define the 

participating companies, the population of the study had to be formed from 

companies that could be the most sustainably oriented in the field.  The 

search was done on the web. All ECEAT members and PAN Park 

entrepreneur partners were included as potential participants, which formed 

the majority population of the survey. Because Green Tourism of Finland did 

not have a comprehensive list of the certified companies on the web, only 

few companies under the certificate were found for the survey. In addition to 

certified nature-based companies, non-certified nature-based tourism 

companies were also searched. These companies were randomly chosen 

from the lists of companies that offer program services in some Finnish 

national park according to Luontoon.fi-webpage. Also, few companies that 

have nature-based program services but are not operating in a national park 

were included. The companies were qualified also geographically: each 

province of Finland excluding Åland had to have at least ten potential 

companies to take part in the survey.  

 

The webropol survey (Appendix 5) was sent by email to in total 102 nature-

based tourism companies across Finland in September 2011. In the email 

with a link to the survey it was requested that only manager or owner of the 

company would take part in the survey. After one week of the first email, a 
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reminder email of the survey was sent. In total 30 answers were received, of 

which two had to be disqualified, adding the response rate to 27,4 percent. 

The raw data was then analyzed by drawing Excel graphs. Answers to open-

ended questions were analyzed by grouping them based on the similarities in 

the content. 

 

Of the participants 71 percent reported having a sustainable tourism 

certificate, with ECEAT dominating the variation. All 28 accepted participants 

resulted to be owners (93 percent) or managers (7 percent) of the 

companies. The age of the participants varied from 25 up to 71 years. The 

companies were small or medium sized: the annual turnover was less than 

EUR 100 000 in 75 percent of the companies, and the rest 25 percent had 

their annual turnover between EUR 100 000-499 000. Of the companies 50 

percent were less than six years old, the oldest being 30 years old. Each 

province of Finland was represented. 

5.2.3 Theme Interviews with Stakeholders 

 

To reach a deeper understanding of the current situation on the field, support 

for the survey findings was sought by conducting semi-structured theme 

interviews with four stakeholders. Semi-structured interviews ‛have a flexible 

agenda or a list of themes to focus on the interview’ (Jennings 2005, 104). An 

interview is a good research method when the area of study is quite 

unknown, the results are difficult to forecast, and a deeper understanding of 

the area of study is sought (Hirsjärvi‒Hurme 2009, 35). Instead of choosing 

the answer from a list of possible answers, in semi-structured interviews the 

interviewees will reply the questions freely and as extensively as they wish. 

To maximize the reliability of the data, the questions should allow room for 

the specific personal views of the interviewees and avoid influencing them. 

Such open questions should be combined with more focused questions if the 

interviewee does not spontaneously go beyond superficial and general 

answers. (Flick 2011, 112-113.)  

 

The interviews were executed between June and September 2011. The 

interviewees were selected from organizations and tourism companies that 
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promote sustainable tourism or ecotourism in Finland. Entrepreneur 

representatives from both ECEAT Finland and PAN Parks were conducted. 

In addition, a representative from Green Tourism of Finland® and a project 

manager of an ecotourism business development project in Eastern Finland 

were interviewed. A representative from METLA and a university level 

tourism professor was also contacted, but due to time conflicts the interviews 

were not able to take place. As one of the interviewees requested for 

anonymity, it was decided that all the interviewees will be treated 

anonymously in the study. The interview questions consisted of four themes, 

which were given to the interviewees by phone when contacting them or by 

email prior to the interview:  

 how the interviewee defines ecotourism 

 how he/she depicts ecotourism development in Finland 

 what eco-related principles the company he/she 

represents have 

 what kind of possibilities/challenges the interviewee sees 

in ecotourism in Finland 

 

The questions were modified to fit each interviewee’s profession and status. 

Average length of an interview was 50 minutes. The interviews were then 

transcribed and the written data was analyzed. 

 

5.3 Analysis of the Ecological Certification Criteria of ECEAT Finland, 
PAN PARKS, and Green Tourism of Finland® 

5.3.1 Certification Criteria of the Organizations 

 
From ECEAT the Guidelines for Ecological and Cultural Sustainability 

(Appendix 1) and Technical Requirements for ECEAT Finland destinations 

(Appendix 2) were analyzed. The guidelines are based on ECEAT 

International’s requirements, to which ECEAT Finland has added some own 

country-based recommendations. The Guidelines for Ecological and Cultural 

Sustainability are divided into ten numbered headings and the criteria are 

then listed. To clarify which listed criteria were applicable during the analysis, 

I took the liberty to number the criteria as well (see Appendix 1 in English). 

The technical requirements by ECEAT International are developed for those 
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countries that do not have their own official countrywide technical quality 

requirement, which is the case also in Finland.  

 

From PAN Parks the PAN Park Verification Manual (Appendix 3) was 

analyzed. The manual consists of five principles, which have one or more 

criteria. The criteria can have one or more indicators. The manual is the 

same for PAN Park candidates across Europe, and it also includes a 

glossary which explains some terms used in the documents.  

 

From Green Tourism of Finland® the product criteria (Appendix 4) were 

analyzed. The product criteria consist of general criteria and content criteria 

for program services. The document was available both in Finnish and in 

English, with the Finnish document being a bit more extensive. Primarily the 

English document was analyzed, and the Finnish document is used as 

supporting document. 

5.3.2 Basis in Nature –Dimension in the Criteria 

 
All certificates require the companies to have elements of nature in their 

operations (Table 5), and the way nature serves as an element differs. 

ECEAT members are organic and biodynamic farms and companies offering 

ecologically responsible accommodation and program services. Green 

Tourism Finland® has divided the certified program services into three 

categories: nature experience products, wellness, and culture products. In 

nature experience products direct enjoyment of nature takes place. Wellness 

products use natural ingredients, and some parts of the product can be 

executed outside in nature. Cultural products can happen both out and 

indoors, but the trademark recommends that elements of Finnish nature are 

used when applicable. PAN Parks is the most nature-based of the certificated 

because of the ultimate criteria of the park being a protected natural area 

with extraordinary wildlife and ecosystems. PAN partner members use the 

park for recreational purposes. 
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Table 5. Nature-element in the Certificates (ECEAT Suomi 2011; PAN Parks 2008, 
see Appendix 3; Green Tourism of Finland® 2011b, see Appendix 4) 
 

 

The network includes: 

 Organic and biodynamic farms 
 Ecologically responsible guest-houses, B&Bs and eco-villages 
 Other places offering accommodation or programmes of 

interest, promoting the protection of nature and local 
culture 

 

Principle 1: PAN Parks are large protected areas and prime examples 
of Europe’s natural heritage that conserve international important 
wildlife and ecosystems 

Principle 3: Visitor management safeguards the natural values of the 
PAN Park and aims to provide visitors with a high-quality experience 
based on the appreciation of nature 

Criterion 4.4 Planned tourism development  and existing tourism 
activities are based on sustainable use of the natural resources of 
the PAN Park region 

 

1. General information about GTF (in Finnish): Certified products use 
Finnish nature as a resource 

3. Classification of GTF-products (in Finnish): Cultural products can 
take place outdoors… It is recommended that cultural products 
include some elements of Finnish nature 

9. Principle of experiential environmental education: In wellness 
products nature should be present as central element. Treatments 
and exercises are located in nature when applicable. 

 

5.3.3 Educational Dimension in the Criteria 

 
An educational component for the consumer’s part is present in each 

certificate. However, ECEAT and GTF have no requirements for educating 

and training the staff about environmental and cultural issues. Whereas GTF 

requires environmental education to be included in the products when 

possible and lists learning about the local culture increasing the customer’s 

interest, attachment and respect towards nature as a goal, no systematic 

education for the staff about these issues is mentioned. Likewise in ECEAT’s 

criteria, companies are to inform and discuss with travelers about sustainable 

and unsustainable ways of traveling, local ecosystems, culture, and benefits 

of organic farming in order to increase respect towards them, but no 

requirements for educating the staff about the same issues is included. 
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Table 6. Educational Component in the Certificates (ECEAT Suomi 2011b, see 
Appendix 1; PAN Parks 2008 see Appendix 3; Green Tourism of Finland® 2011b, 
see Appendix 4) 
 

 

Criteria 1 providing environmental information: 

1.2 Information about the local nature, organic farming and 
culture is available 

1.3 Information about what kind of activity is ecologically 
unsustainable is available 

1.5 The resort is willing to discuss about ecological sustainability 
with tourists 

Criterion 3.4 There is information about sustainable use of water, 
energy and other natural resources 

Criterion 8.3 Travelers are informed about local cultural sights and 
events 
 

 

Criterion 2.9 The nature management plan includes training 
programmes for staff and others involved in managing species, 
the ecological process and biodiversity 

3.3 Visitor management plan creates understanding and support 
of for the conservation goals of the protected area 

Criterion 5.5 The PAN Park business partner provides special 
training to its staff 

Criterion 5.9 The PAN Park business partner promotes the joy of 
local discovery, knowledge and respect 

 

9. Principle of experiential environmental education: Products 
should use methods of environmental education when 
applicable…The guide will convey respectful attitude towards 
nature… The goal should be that customer’s awareness and 
knowledge of nature will increase. 

10. Local culture: [The product] is aiming at increasing awareness 
of the customer of local culture 

 

The Visitor Management for PAN Parks requires creating understanding and 

support for the conservation goals of the park, and that the code of conduct 

for visitors is communicated. PAN Parks also requires training programs for 

staff and other stakeholders, and that PAN Park business partners need to 

have good knowledge about the destination’s natural and cultural values and 

promote those values. Educating the customers is seen important in each 

certificate, but it seems rather peculiar that ECEAT and GTF are lacking the 

criteria for ensuring professionalism of the staff. Qualified staff should be 

considered as the key strategic tool for educating the customers. 
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5.3.4 Sustainable Management in the Criteria 

 
Environmental sustainability is addressed well in each certificate (Table 7). 

ECEAT has a document for technical requirements and GTF requires an 

environmental programme from the companies with the exception of program 

services because of their intangibility. Sustainable Tourism Development 

Strategy (STDS) is a mandatory tool for achieving a symbiosis between the 

conservation goals and the sustainable tourism development in a PAN park 

region.  

 

In the general criteria ECEAT and Green tourism of Finland® do not have 

actions involving the increase of protection of natural areas by supporting 

other environmental programs or organizations. On the contrary, in Sweden’s 

Nature’s Best –certificate one of the principles is contributing actively to 

nature and cultural conservation, which includes supporting nature 

preservation in various ways. Noteworthy is that GTF and PAN Parks 

certificate forbid the use of motorized vehicles such as snowmobiles when 

moving about in the nature. ECEAT and GTF support public and ecological 

transportation by offering discounts for travelers arriving by these methods of 

transport.  
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Table 7. Environmental Sustainability in the Certificates (ECEAT Suomi 2011b, see 
Appendix 1; PAN Parks 2008 see Appendix 3; Green Tourism of Finland 2011b, see 
Appendix 4) 
 

 

Criteria 2: Supporting ecological farming 

Criteria 3: Responsible water and energy usage 

Criteria 4: Ecological construction 

Criteria 5: Decrease of waste 

Criteria 6: Ecological transportation 

Criteria 7: The resort works towards wellbeing of the local 
landscape, habitat and biodiversity 

 

Principle 1 Natural values: PAN Parks … conserve international 
important wildlife and ecosystems 

Principle 2 Habitat management: Design and management of 
the PAN Park aims to maintain and, if necessary, restore the 
area’s natural ecological processes and biodiversity 

Principle 3 Visitor Management: Visitor management 
safeguards the natural values of the PAN Park and aims to 
provide visitors with a high quality experience based on the 
appreciation of nature 

Principle 4 Sustainable Tourism Development Strategy (STDS): 
The Protected Area administration and its … partners in the PAN 
Parks region aim at achieving a synergy between the 
conservation of natural values and sustainable tourism by 
jointly developing and implementing STDS 

Criterion 5.6 The PAN Park business partner respects the 
limitations of the destination and minimizes the negative 
impact of its business on nature and culture  

Criterion 5.8 The PAN Park business partner make all company 
operations environmentally sustainable 

Criterion 5.11 The PAN Park business partner is using the 
services of or subcontracting only those partners whose 
practices do not cause environmental damage 

 

1. Environmental quality programme and standards: 
Environmental quality programme is required from all providers 
of hospitality services 

6. Support and use of public transportation 

7. Non-motorized local transport in activities 

8. Minimization of environmental impact and respect of nature 

 

 

 
On the economical aspect (Table 8), each certificate requires use of local 

production, suppliers and workers when applicable. Financial stability of a 
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tourism company has not been brought out. This is alarming because 

financial viability should be considered as one of the most important aspects 

in sustainable management: if a company is not financially viable it cannot 

contribute to other aspects of sustainability.  

 
Table 8. Economic Sustainability in the Certificates (ECEAT Suomi 2011b, see 
Appendix 1; PAN Parks 2008 see Appendix 3; Green Tourism of Finland® 2011b, 
see Appendix 4) 

 

 

Criteria 9 Active influence to the local economy and cooperation: 

9.1 The resort hosts are willing to do shopping in local stores and/or 
have cooperation with local product/service producers 

9.2 If the resort sells food, souvenirs, agricultural products etc., they 
are primarily locally produced 

9.3 The resort prefers local work force, products and suppliers 

 

Criterion 4.3 The PAN Park region has sufficient tourism potential and 
environmental capacity for sustainable tourism 

Criterion 5.7 The PAN Parks business partner supports the local 
economy 

 

3. Exploitation of local resources: The service provider must prioritize 
use of local products, services and aim to employ local people when 
applicable 

 
In ecotourism best practices (Chapter 3) the financial viability is seen as key 

issue:  Ecotourism Australia’s Mission Statement includes improving 

positioning and financial viability for operators who adopt sustainable 

practices, Nature’s Best considers ‛tangible benefits from tourism are a 

positive force’, and in Ecotourism Norway’s principles an ecotourism 

business is ‛run as sustainably as possible, constantly balancing ecological, 

cultural, social and economic considerations’. On the other hand, financial 

sustainability cannot be required from a PAN Park because national parks 

are usually free to use for recreational purposes. Partner companies who are 

using the park as a recreational resource in tourism, however, could be 

asked for financial stability.  

 

When it comes to maintaining tourism small-scale, a PAN Park has to have ‛a 

sufficient tourism potential and environmental carrying capacity for 
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sustainable tourism’, ECEAT accommodation member ‛should not accept 

more guests than they can serve’ (Technical Requirements, Appendix 2), and 

GTF limits the group size on tours to a maximum of 15 persons. 

 

Socio-cultural dimension (Table 9) is the least discussed factor with ECEAT 

and GTF. The STDS for PAN Parks includes an assessment of how the 

tourism development is compatible with the local and regional economy and 

social structure. It also suggests tourism development to be based on the 

sustainable use of socio-economic resources, and issues of minorities and 

indigenous people to be taken into account.  

 
Table 9. Socio-cultural Sustainability in the Certificates (ECEAT Suomi 2011b, see 
Appendix 1; PAN Parks 2008 see Appendix 3; Green Tourism of Finland ®2011b, 
see Appendix 4) 
  

 

Criteria 4.2 “The buildings are kept in good condition” 

Criteria 4.3 “Traditional work methods and material (such as wood, 
clay, straw, brick) are used in building construction and maintenance” 

Criteria 4.4 “New buildings are built according to tradition and 
capabilities of the environment” 

 

Criteria 8 Active participation in fostering cultural heritage: 

8.1 New buildings and maintenance work respects traditional building 
techniques and style 

8.2 Culturally significant buildings are restored 

8.3 Travelers are informed about local cultural sights and events 

 

Criterion 4.5 Tourism development and existing tourism activities are 
based on the sustainable use of socio-economic resources in the PAN 
Parks region, including issues of minority and indigenous people 

Criterion 4.6 Planned tourism development and existing tourism 
activities are based on the sustainable use of cultural resources of the 
PAN Parks region 

 

3. Exploitation of local culture: The service provider must prioritize 
the use of local products, services and aim to employ local people 
when applicable 

10. Local culture: Local knowledge, elements of local culture and 
stories are intelligent parts of the product … Wellness treatments 
may utilize element of local culture. 

 
Criterion 4.6 includes STDS to ensure local communities maintain control 

over their culture and cultural heritage. Training and education for 
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stakeholders of the PAN Park region need to occur, too. As mentioned in 

chapter 5.2.3, GTF and ECEAT Finland do not have criteria for educating the 

workforce or increasing the well-being of locals even though both require 

education of the customer to happen during the services. In Ecotourism 

Australia’s Mission Statement ‛increasing the professionalism of those 

working within the tourism industry’ is mentioned as one approach in 

sustainable tourism practices. ECEAT and GTF are also lacking 

requirements for a sustainable use of the cultural elements in the products. 

Addressing issues of the minorities and Indigenous people is missing too. 

This is interesting since the tourism products with elements of the Indigenous 

Sami culture can be found in Finland. However, in the principles of Sweden’s 

and Norway’s ecotourism organizations, both countries with Indigenous 

culture, consideration of the Indigenous cultures in tourism is missing as well. 

ECEAT’s socio-cultural sustainability focuses much on the traditional way of 

building. 

 

5.3.5 Conclusions 

 
The certification criteria of ECEAT Finland, PAN Parks and Green Tourism of 

Finland® address contribution to conservation, active involvement of local 

people and responsible action on the part of tourists and tourism industry. 

Each of the certification program has issued environmental management 

principles well. From these certificates the PAN Parks is the most ecotourism 

oriented, because of the tourism taking directly place in nature, and also 

because the certificate takes into consideration the socio-cultural dimensions 

of tourism development. The educational dimension and environmental 

sustainability are addressed in each certificate for the part of tourists. 

However, education of the staff is not required by ECEAT and GTF, which is 

rather peculiar as both certificates stress the importance of educating the 

customers. Both certificates need to deepen the socio-cultural sustainability 

in the criteria.  

 

Criteria on how to increase the wellbeing of local people and have the local 

community included in the companies’ development planning is missing, too. 

Especially treatment of minorities and Indigenous cultures is lacking. ECEAT 
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and GTF do not have criteria involving the increase of protection of natural 

areas by supporting other environmental programs or organizations. The 

preservation activities can take place in the companies if some of the 

turnover is used in restoration and preservation work locally, ECEAT and 

GTF however do not require this. Financial stability of the products is not 

seen essential, even though financial stability enables the other sustainable 

aspects to take place in the company operations. Use of public transportation 

is actively supported with discounts at the resort in both certificates. 

 

5.4 Nature-based Tourism Entrepreneurs’ and Experts’ Views about 
Ecotourism 

5.4.1 Survey Participants 

 
The web-based survey about ecotourism (Appendix 5) was conducted to 102 

nature-based tourism entrepreneurs in Finland, of which 28 eligibly 

participated bringing the respondent rate to 27,4 percent. All 28 accepted 

participants resulted to be owners (93 percent) or managers (7 percent) of 

the companies, which were the target groups of the survey. The age of the 

participants varied from 25 up to 71 years. The companies were small or 

medium sized: the annual turnover was less than EUR 100 000 in 75 percent 

of the companies, and the rest 25 percent had their annual turnover between 

EUR 100 000-499 000. Of the companies 50 percent were less than six 

years old, the oldest being 30 years old. Moreover, 71 percent of the 

companies that took part in the survey reported having a sustainable tourism 

certificate. Each province of Finland was represented (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6. Geographical Location of the Survey Participants (N=28) 

25 % 

36 % 

14 % 

11 % 

14 % 

Province of Oulu (N=7) 

Province of Western 
Finland (N=10) 

Province of Eastern 
Finland (N=4) 

Province of Lapland 
(N=3) 

Province of Southern 
Finland (N=4) 
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5.4.2 Defining Sustainable Tourism and Ecotourism 

 
Nature-based tourism entrepreneurs found the term ―sustainable tourism‖ 

familiar. On a scale 1-5, 1 being not familiar at all and 5 very familiar, the 

average was 4,5. The term was found very familiar for 60 percent. The term 

―ecotourism‖ was a slightly less familiar, with the average of 4,0. The term 

was found very familiar for 43 percent. Certified companies are more familiar 

with the term ―ecotourism‖ than non-certified, the average familiarity for 

certified companies was 4,4 whereas among non-certified it was only 3,3. 

 
Next the participants were asked to define the terms ―sustainable tourism‖ 

and ―ecotourism‖ in their own words. The answers were grouped based on 

the different topics that came out in them. One answer could be therefore 

included in several topics. When asked to define the term ―sustainable 

tourism‖, almost 90 percent found sustainable tourism as nature friendly 

tourism where consumption of natural resources is minimized. Of these 

answers 37,5 percent included socio-cultural sustainability, and 20 percent 

economic sustainability (support of local production). Only two answers (8,3 

percent) included all three aspects (ecological, economical, socio-cultural) of 

sustainable tourism. Other answers included as follows: 

Effort to make tourism ecologically acceptable, which it can 
never be! (Participant #27) 
 
Energy, recycling and common sense are taken into account in 
operation. (Participant #15) 
 
Sustainable development is taken into account for example in 
logistics, accommodations etc. (Participant #13) 

 

 

When asked to define the term ―ecotourism‖, the answers had great 

variations and no one typical answer could be identified. A little over 50 

percent included ecotourism to be nature friendly where consumption of 

natural resources is minimized. Of the entrepreneurs 18 percent found 

ecotourism something where nature preservation activities take place, or 

money is donated for nature preservation. The aim to travel with a small 

carbon footprint was mentioned in 14 percent of the answers. In 25 percent 

of the answers ecotourism included using non-motorized vehicles, such as 
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skis and bicycles. Recycling and energy saving actions came out in 25 

percent of the answers. Of the entrepreneurs 14 percent found ecotourism 

also as travelling according to green values. Use of local products or 

supporting locality came out likewise in 14 percent of the answers. Only 7 

percent included learning about the natural environment or the local culture in 

their answer. One recipient, 3 percent, found ecotourism in domestic tourism 

meaning differentiating from regular products by focusing on the ecological 

process of the service elements. 

 

Of the participants 40 percent found no difference between ecotourism and 

sustainable tourism. A half found ecotourism more concrete in actions or 

narrower as a term than sustainable tourism. Interestingly 3 answers, 10 

percent included sustainable tourism to be more sustainable than 

ecotourism: 

Ecotourism does not take human rights into consideration, unlike 
sustainable tourism (Participant #22) 
 
Sustainable [tourism] goes even further. Ecotourism can be done 
by using ecocars whereas a sustainable tourist uses public 
transportation. (Participant #17) 
 
Some aspects of ecotourism do not fulfill the aspects of 
sustainable tourism, which come about in planning, building and 
products (Participant #4) 

 

Next the entrepreneurs were asked to scale the accuracy of some 

statements based on their perceptions of ecotourism (Figure 7). Based on 

the given statements in the survey, nature-based tourism entrepreneurs 

found ecotourism nature-based where environmental education for both 

tourists and employees take place. Ecotourism is based on sustainable 

development and it should promote it as well. They partly disagreed on 

ecotourism not needing to contribute to nature preservation, but also could 

not say whether part of the revenue gained from ecotourism should go to 

nature preservation. Disagreements were also found in whether ecotourism 

should be for small groups of less than fifteen persons; a slight majority partly 

disagreed with the statement. 
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Figure 7. Entrepreneurs’ Views of the Context of Ecotourism (N=28, certified N=20, 
non-certified N=8) 
 

Nature observation, cultural and wellness tourism products were found to be 

ecotourism to some extent. Non-certified companies found nature 

observation, cultural and wellness tourism products less ecotourism than 

certified entrepreneurs. There was a stronger agreement over cultural 

tourism products being ecotourism than nature observation products among 

certified entrepreneurs. Of all different types of tourism introduced, hunting 

tourism was regarded least ecotourism but at the same time there was no 

clear agreement on whether it is ecotourism or not. 
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As Figure 8 depicts, entrepreneurs thought ecotourism should be financially 

profitable, and partly agreed that the money gained from ecotourism should 

remain in the local community. They did not think ecotourism should use only 

authentic cultural elements, but at the same time it was unacceptable for 

ecotourism to change the local culture and lifestyle. Permission for using 

cultural elements was somewhat agreed on. Ecotourism was seen to help the 

revival of traditions. Entrepreneurs strongly agreed that ecotourism should 

use local production as much as possible and aim to increase the wellbeing 

of locals. Ecotourism should employ locals and they should be involved in 

ecotourism planning as well. 

Figure 8. Entrepreneurs’ Views on the Socio-cultural Aspect of Ecotourism (N=28, 

certified N=20, non-certified N=8) 
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Based on the results, Finnish nature-based tourism companies seem to be 

missing a deeper understanding of what ecotourism stands for. According to 

Entrepreneur 2 the term ‛is not understood at all’. Interviewee 1 believes that 

the concept of ecotourism is unfamiliar to entrepreneurs because of the lack 

of education:  

 Nowadays ecotourism entrepreneurs are educated and 
ecotourism is promoted, but at least the entrepreneurs in our 
network have not received the information through education, the 
definitions have not been taught systematically. Then there are 
some who have started to promote themselves environmentally 
sustainable, but do not know the theory. (Interviewee 1 2011)  

 
According to Tanskanen (2011), usually the missing aspects in ecotourism in 

Finland are co-operation with locals and support to nature preservation.  

 The support to nature preservation does not have to go to some 
big organization or to somebody else. It can be on your own farm 
and done so that the customer comes and does harvesting of 
traditional landscape, or then a small part of the turnover is put to 
destination development. This is how it should be done, I do not 
see any point in giving the money somewhere where it does not 
benefit the locals. (Interviewee 1 2011) 

 

5.4.3 Ecotourism as a Business 

 
Finnish entrepreneurs found ecotourism alternative tourism that is one of the 

fastest growing forms of tourism and does not take place only in developing 

countries (see Figure 9). They did not know whether Sweden is a well-known 

ecotourism country. To some extent the entrepreneurs agreed that there is 

not enough information available on ecotourism as business opportunity. 

Ecotourism was found to bring more value to company operations. 

Entrepreneurs saw there are ecotourism products in Finland and ecotours to 

Finland are taking place, and believed there is a market for Finnish 

ecotourism products. Entrepreneurs strongly agreed that ecotourism will 

increase Finland’s competitiveness, there is potential for Finland to be an 

ecotourism country and that ecotourism in Finland should be developed.  
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Figure 9. Entrepreneurs’ Views of Ecotourism as a Business (N=28, certified N=20, 
non-certified N=8) 

 
The interviewees agreed with the survey results that Finland has potential in 

ecotourism and it should be developed: 

 Ecotourism has good possibilities in Finland, … we have lots of 
nature and good grounds for this. [Ecotourism] is a growing 
trend. (Entrepreneur 1 2011)  

 
 Finland still has lot of potential in developing [in tourism]. We 

already have everything else and big tourism and ski resorts are 
being built, where as ecotourism is good for small destinations 
because it does not require big start-up investments and 
infrastructure. You can very well start really small and develop 
from that. (Interviewee 1 2011)  
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 Our tourism infrastructure has developed a lot. Now the trend is 
that companies have to save in energy and such, they have to 
take the local workforce and local services more into 
consideration … and go through the process a bit backwards. 
(Entrepreneur 2 2011)  

 
 I think the [ecotourism] products should simply be created and 

marketed. Otherwise people will not come, they should be 
educated about it. In southern countries people already have the 
knowledge .., but here in Finland it people should be educated. It 
is difficult here because wilderness is taken for granted. 
(Entrepreneur 3 2011) 

 
All the interviewees agreed that there is a market need in Europe for 

sustainable tourism products, Germany and Britain were mentioned as 

examples. Entrepreneur 3 pointed out that as Finland has to be accessed 

either by boat or an airplane it brings challenges to the marketing of 

sustainable tourism. 

 

In the questionnaire results Finnish legislation was not seen supportive to 

ecotourism. Entrepreneur 2 was not optimistic about the subject: 

 Ecotourism in Finland is impossible, just because of legislation. 
… When the company has legal obligations towards the 
customers, sustainability cannot be the main issue. 

 
Entrepreneur 1 felt that the work ECEAT does is based a lot on voluntary 

work, and financial support from the government is scarce.  

 I also feel that with politics you can either speed up or slow down 
the development. Ecological activity should be given a chance, 
financially. (Entrepreneur 1 2011) 

 
According to Entrepreneur 2 (2011) Finnish Tourist Board could do a lot for 

sustainable tourism if they would just see what the reality in Finland is: lots of 

companies are interested in sustainable tourism and fulfill the criteria for 

sustainable tourism. ‛They have decided on the upper level that sustainable 

tourism and organic tourism will not be promoted, they are not given 

competitive situations.’ He mentioned that for example Punkaharju easily 

fulfills the criteria of a sustainable tourism resort, but the regional marketing 

organization which is under the Tourist Board’s control does no acknowledge 

this.  

 In Sweden Naturens bästa –trademark has been successful 
because Visit Sweden, which is synonymous to our Tourist 
Board, has started developing it simply because of the market 
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need. They have similar grounds as we here [in Finland]. Also in 
Norway they are doing well [in developing ecotourism]. 
(Entrepreneur 2 2011.) 

5.4.4 Certifications 

 
Nature-based tourism entrepreneurs were not familiar with all the biggest 

sustainable tourism certificates found in Finland. From scale 1-5, 1 being not 

familiar at all and 5 very familiar, the total average was 2,66. As 15 of the 

replying companies were ECEAT certified, ECEAT came out to be the most 

known certificate; 40 percent of the recipients found it very familiar. More 

than half were not at all familiar with PAN Parks. According to a PAN Park 

member the PAN Park concept is still much unfamiliar: even the locals in the 

PAN Park region do not know or understand what it means, unless they are 

working in tourism (Entrepreneur 3 2011). Green Tourism of Finland® was 

not at all familiar to 35 percent.  

 

Of the companies that took part in the survey 71 percent had a sustainable 

tourism certificate, with ECEAT dominating the variation. Figure 10 shows the 

most important motives for certificating a company had been the 

entrepreneur’s own interest in developing ecologically sustainable business 

practices and will to showcase the ecological practices of the company.  

Figure 10. Certified Companies’ Motives for Attaining a Certificate System (N=20) 
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Networking possibilities with other companies that find ecological issues 

important and the benefit in marketing were also seen as important motives. 

Feedback from customers did not play a significant role. Other motives the 

entrepreneurs brought out were willingness to support and develop organic 

traveling, internationality, and learning from other network members. ‛The 

certificate shows that the company is focusing on ecological issues and not 

just writing pretty words to their business plan.’ (Participant#6) 

 

ECEAT certified companies’ experiences about the certificate were mostly 

positive (Figure 11). They found the certification criteria somewhat easy to 

follow. The certificate had benefitted them in networking with other certified 

companies and increasing sustainability and customer satisfaction in the  

 

Figure 11. ECEAT Members’ Experiences of the ECEAT Certification System 
(N=15) 
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company. However they did not see whether the certificate had brought 

financial benefits. Other comments included: 

 I have received lots of good information to my operations. The 
certificate has encouraged to ecological development work in my 
farm. Also services have been developing to a more sustainable 
direction. (Participant #14) 

 
 I guess it has brought some benefits. (Participant #10) 
 

Surprisingly, there was not a strong agreement that the ECEAT certificate 

has been beneficial in marketing. According to an ECEAT member 

customers choose them based on the sustainability, but the company cannot 

know how many chooses them based on the sustainability status. He found 

the regional marketing organization is the most important marketing channel 

for his company, and ECEAT is nice to add in when doing for example news 

articles. (Entrepreneur 1 2011.)  

 

Unawareness of the different sustainable tourism certificates seemed to be 

the most dominating reason for a company not to have a certificate (see 

Figure 12). Half of the non-certified entrepreneurs could not say whether the 

certification criteria are too strict or loose, or if the certificates are expensive. 

Not seeing sustainability important was clearly not a reason for not having a 

certificate. Other reasons the entrepreneurs brought out were that they had 

just started their business, there has not been any time to apply for a 

certificate, or that there is not clear information available on how to certify 

and who to contact. One participant questioned whether there is any point in 

organizing and advertising ecotours if the damage has already been done by 

traveling to Finland for example by flying. 
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Figure 12. Non-certified Companies’ Reasons for not having a Sustainable Tourism 
Certificate (N=8) 

5.4.5 Ecology in Company Operations 

 
Next the companies were asked to evaluate from scale 1-5, 1 being ―not at 

all‖ and 5 ―very well‖, how well they are taking into consideration some 

ecotourism related principles in their daily operation (Figure 13). First they 

were asked about the consumption habits. Both certified and non-certified 

companies said they avoid disturbing wild flora and fauna with their activities, 

take the nature’s carrying capacity into consideration, minimize waste, use 

recyclable material, and support and ecological transportation either well or 

very well. Certified companies were taking the energy and water 

consumption and waste recycling better into consideration than the non-

certified. Especially in using renewable energy the difference was significant: 

for certified the average was 4,2 whereas for non-certified it was only 2,37. 

Traditional work methods and style are taken well into consideration in 

building construction and maintenance. On average energy and water 

consumption and favoring ecolabelled products needed working on the most, 

even though they also are taken into consideration rather well. 
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Figure 13. Entrepreneurs’ Perceptions of the Consumption Habits of the Company 
(N=28, certified N=20, non-certified N=8) 

 
From the socio-cultural aspect the companies seem to be in very good 

harmony with their local communities (Figure 14). The companies actively 

support the local economy and the locals are supportive towards the 

companies. The companies do not disturb the everyday life of the locals with 

their activities and claim to increase the local’s wellbeing very well. 

Interestingly, the company employees are given more environmental 

education than customers, even if in the certificate criteria of especially in 

ECEAT and GTF customer education is emphasized over employee 

education. The cultural elements used in company operations are mostly 

authentic. Having financially viable products and creating long term 

employment seem to be a bit of a challenge for nature-based tourism 

companies. Interestingly non-certified companies regard their products 
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clearly more financially viable than non-certified: among non-certified the 

average was 4 whereas among certified it was 3,3. In addition, the non-

certified companies found taking care of permission to use cultural products, 

favoring locality and creating long term employment a bit better than the 

certified companies. 

 
Figure 14. Entrepreneur’s Perceptions of Socio-cultural and Financial Aspects of the 
Company Operations (N=28, certified N=20, non-certified N=8) 
 

 
The increase of sustainability and nature’s carrying capacity is taken very 

well into consideration in product and entrepreneurship development (Figure 

15). Sustainability is also highlighted in marketing, with certified companies 

unsurprisingly having a better average. Certified companies have significantly 

better average when it comes to having partners and suppliers that are also 

committed to sustainable business practices, and whether the company 

actively supports charity work. In many certificates the companies cannot 
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have partners or suppliers that are not committed to sustainable business 

practices. However as a whole neither group is significantly supporting 

charity work.  

Figure 15. Entrepreneurs’ Perceptions of Development and Marketing of the 
Company (N=28, certified N=20, non-certified N=8) 

 

Finally, when asked whether the participant would define the company 

he/she represents as an ecotourism company, 53 percent answered clearly 

yes. This was reasoned for example by fulfilling ECEAT certification criteria, 

having activities in the nature by using non-motorized vehicles, or having 

holistic ecological thinking throughout the company operations. One 

participant answered ‛if you want to express it by using the word eco, it fits, 

but I do not like this word. Nature tourism definitely yes’. Instead of giving a 

clear yes/no answer, 18 percent decided to depict the ecological principles of 

their operations. Two of these answers however included that the customers 

find them very ecological or that their principle is up and foremost to offer 

ecological tourism products, so these to some extent could be included as 

―yes‖ answers. Equally 18 percent regarded their company to be partly an 
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ecotourism company. They considered ecologicality as a part of their 

operations, but not the most important. 10 percent said their company is not 

an ecotourism company. The up and foremost reason for this seemed to be 

dislike for the word eco:  

 We are an environmentally aware company. (Participant #15) 
  
 No, but that’s what I am aiming for. (Participant #4) 
  
 I would rather use terms organic tourism or sustainable tourism. 

(Participant #6) 
 

All entrepreneurs found ecotourism suitable for the development plans they 

have for the company in one way or another. One participant found 

ecotourism suitable for the company development plans, ‛but not with the 

word eco’. Another participant did not find ecotourism suitable for the 

company’s future if ecotourism means a train and horse carriage trip to a 

farm that serves organic pork, but yes if ecotourism means a hiking in a 

national park where trashing, quietness, reducing carbon footprint and 

biodiversity are appreciated. 

 

All in all, the companies take ecological aspects into consideration in their 

operations. On socio-cultural dimension the co-operation with locals seems 

to be on a good level. On the economic level the financial viability of the 

products and long-term employment were found challenging. Based on the 

low score on having partners also included in the sustainable practices the 

companies are looking much on their own actions, rather than having a 

holistic view of the sustainability of the service chain they belong to. Support 

to charity work was also usually lacking. Majority of the companies think 

themselves as ecotourism companies at least partly. Dislike for the word eco 

was the main reason for a company not seeing themselves as an ecotourism 

company.  Interviewee 4’s (2011) comments support the survey findings, as 

she found the companies in their network are ecological, but the 

entrepreneurs do not regard their actions specifically eco. 
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5.4.6 Attitude towards ecotourism 

 

Tanskanen (2011) suggests the reasons why ecotourism companies in 

Finland are keeping low profile are related to the atmosphere in their local 

community. Firstly there is a value-conflict between ecotourism and forest 

industry. According to interviewee 1, forests are firstly and fore mostly seen 

as a resource for forest industry, tourism has secondary importance. ―Forests 

still have rather one-sided value here.‖ (Interviewee 1 2011) Therefore, if 

somebody wants to use forest for other purposes it may not be accepted. 

The entrepreneurs also do not want to be negatively labeled as ―green 

thumbs or hippies‖ in their local community (Tanskanen 2011). 

 

Entrepreneur 3 (2011) had come across with disbelief in ecological product 

development: 

Others doubt us all the time like ―that is not going to work‖. A 
good example was when we changed the motors on our river 
rafting boats from two-stroke to four-stroke ones, all the others 
were laughing at us that those are not going to last. Now we 
have been using them for six years with great success. Then we 
took it even further by introducing electric motors and that 
brought an even bigger ballyhoo that ―no way they are going to 
work there, the battery will not last‖. We have had them three 
years now and the customers love them because the motor is 
silent. 
 

He felt that they are forerunners on the field in their local community and 

pushing the ecological development in tourism forward. 

 

Skepticism towards ecotourism was visible in the survey results. Some 

entrepreneurs saw ecotourism as hoax and an attempt to sell a better 

conscience for tourists:  

 Ecotourism is a fine name for normal tourism in which tourists try 
to clean their conscience, like the extra payments for emissions 
on flight tickets. (Participant #25) 

 
 [Ecotourism is] a new term in traditional nature-based tourism 

which is used a lot in marketing. Especially abroad everything 
seems to be ecotourism: as long as tourism happens in the 
nature it is defined as ecotourism. (Participant #2) 
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 True ecotourism is only local tourism which is done according to 
sustainable development. I’d rather use the terms organic 
tourism or sustainable tourism. (Participant #6) 

 

The dislike towards ecotourism as a word came out especially when one 

participant answered ecotourism being suitable for the company 

development plans, ‛but not with the word eco’. One participant found 

ecotourism as mass tourism and somewhat as Finnish Tourist Board stated 

in the 90s as a ‛difficult problem in the future in tourism’. Entrepreneur 2 

(2011) believed that the statement the Finnish Tourist Board has made about 

ecotourism in the 90s has greatly influenced the attitudes towards ecotourism 

and the discussion in Finland. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

 
This thesis was a one year project. The most important objective for me was 

to develop my own expertise about ecotourism in Finland, which was 

accomplished. The purpose of the thesis project was to take a look on the 

current perceptions of ecotourism in Finland. The research topic formed from 

my personal interest and observations about Finland’s non-existing response 

to a worldwide trend in tourism. The research questions included finding out 

how the certification criteria of the three biggest sustainable tourism 

organizations in Finland fit to the academic and international definitions of 

ecotourism, and what kind of relation Finnish nature-based tourism 

entrepreneurs and other stakeholders have with ecotourism. Mixed method 

was used as a research method due to the lack of research, definitions and 

organizations for ecotourism in Finland. Content analysis, web-based survey 

and semi-structured theme interviews all brought crucial information about 

the research topic which enabled forming a broader understanding of the 

situation.  

 

Ecotourism as a field of study is challenging because of the lack of a global 

definition. Based on the literary review of various definitions, ecotourism was 

defined to be at least nature-based, environmentally educating, and 

sustainably managed. With the definition and examples from abroad, the 

content of Finland’s three biggest sustainable tourism certificates ECEAT 

Finland, PAN Parks, and Green Tourism of Finland® were analyzed. The 

content analysis showed that from these certificates PAN Parks is the most 

ecotourism oriented. ECEAT and GTF certificates need to deepen the socio-

cultural sustainability in their criteria in order to completely fulfill the definition 

for an ecotourism certificate. Financial stability is also something that should 

be considered as an important indicator, now it is not been brought out in the 

criteria at all. However, the certificate criteria are only the minimum standards 

that a company has to fulfill when applying for a sustainable tourism 

certificate. The result might not reflect the situation on the field, because 

many certified companies exceed the requirements already when applying 

for a certificate due to the entrepreneurs’ own interest and commitment in 

sustainable tourism. Also, content analysis as a research method gives a lot 
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of room for observer’s interpretation especially when the categories are 

themes, so these results should be assessed critically. 

 

Survey and interviews revealed that Finnish nature-based tourism 

entrepreneurs know the term sustainable tourism well, but ecotourism is less 

familiar. In Finland ecotourism is understood as nature friendly tourism which 

supports nature preservation and where consumption of natural resources is 

minimized by recycling, saving energy, using non-motorized means of 

transportation such as skis and bicycles, and supporting local production. 

Entrepreneurs’ understanding of ecotourism is limited to the environmental 

issues and deeper understanding of the term where the educational aspect 

and socio-cultural dimension in sustainable management would be included 

is missing. The lack of systematic education about sustainability in tourism 

was suggested as the reason for the term’s unfamiliarity.  

 

Further on, nature-based tourism entrepreneurs are not familiar with all the 

biggest sustainable tourism certificates in Finland either. This is the main 

reason also for not having a sustainable tourism certificate. Motives for 

certifying arise first and foremostly from the entrepreneur’s own interests in 

developing ecologically sustainable business practices, and the urge to bring 

out the ecological practices of a company. Among ECEAT certified 

companies the certificate is seen as helpful in networking and increasing 

sustainability and customer satisfaction. The ECEAT certificate is not seen to 

have a strong benefit in marketing. 

 

Even though ecotourism as a term and sustainable tourism certificates are 

quite unfamiliar, nature-based tourism companies take the ecological aspect 

into consideration in their operations and think of themselves as ecotourism 

companies at least partly. Eco-related principles that are usually missing from 

the company operations include concrete support to charity work and nature 

preservation, use of renewable energy and ecolabelled products, and 

minimization of energy and water consumption. It seems that the companies 

tend to look very much in their own actions rather than thinking sustainability 

as a whole in the service chain and community they belong to. 
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The survey results can be considered valid within the research limitations: 

the participants consisted mostly from sustainably certified nature-based 

tourism entrepreneurs and other nature-oriented tourism entrepreneurs from 

all over Finland, which were the target group of the survey. The response 

rate reached almost 30 percent. When it comes to taking the ecological 

aspects into consideration in the company operations, here again the truth on 

the field might be different than what the results show because personal 

opinions were given a lot of space. Moreover, it should be carefully 

considered whether an entrepreneur can credibly answer questions about the 

future of ecotourism and the role of ecotourism in their company if he/she 

does not have a full understanding of what the term stands for. Findings 

about the familiarity of ecotourism as a term are supported by stakeholders’ 

opinions, which bring reliability to the survey results in that part. The 

stakeholders were carefully selected and represent the forefront of 

sustainable tourism and ecotourism developers in Finland, their opinions are 

therefore considered reliable. Interviewer can have effects on the 

interviewee’s answers, but I as a researcher took this into consideration 

during the interviews and encouraged the interviewees to honesty.  

 

The commissioner ECEAT Finland was very pleased with the project and the 

findings, and agrees that in many of their member companies the criteria is 

exceeded. They also say that setting requirements for educating the 

workforce may be difficult since companies’ resources in that case are often 

limited. They wish that the thesis would awaken some discussion in the 

country about the support to ecotourism. 

 

Finland has a great potential in ecotourism. There is a market need on the 

international level for ecotourism products, but this need has not been 

fulfilled. Finnish nature-based tourism entrepreneurs are naturally quite 

environmentally aware, maybe even so environmentally aware that 

ecologicality is taken for granted and not considered as an asset that brings 

value to business. On grass root level the value-conflict with the forest 

industry and the attitudes inside the local community are the biggest 

challenges to ecotourism development. These value conflicts together with 

entrepreneurs’ close relationship to nature and not regarding their business 
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especially ―eco‖, lack of governmental support to ecotourism, and finally 

unfamiliarity with the ecotourism term are reasons why ecotourism in Finland 

has not become a well-marketed tourism segment like in Sweden and 

Norway.  

 

Sweden and Norway are the biggest competitors for Finland in the markets of 

several nature-based tourism activities, and in the Central-European and 

Russian markets Finland and Norway are seen as the most interesting 

Nordic countries for nature-based tourism. Whereas Sweden is leading the 

way of ecotourism in Europe and Norway is now waking up to the potential of 

ecotourism as well, in Finland ecotourism development is standing still. Even 

though ecotourism is a worldwide trend, the Finnish Tourist Board does not 

see the need to promote it in Finland. So far the statement the Board made in 

the 90s has had a major influence on Finland’s ecotourism discussion. To 

change the current state, the Finnish Tourist Board as a value leader plays a 

crucial role. The Board should take a bold directional shift and start 

supporting ecotourism by developing marketing opportunities for it like they 

have done with other extensively growing niche tourism segments such as 

wellness tourism and cultural tourism. Moreover, educational institutes 

should include sustainable tourism in their curriculums in order to increase 

the awareness and thus credibility of the business in the country. In my case 

I had to travel to the other side of the world to study ecotourism. 

 

The current perceptions of ecotourism identified in this thesis project serve as 

an opening for the ecotourism discussion in Finland. Themes for further 

studies include examining how many companies in Finland are ecotourism 

companies, and whether establishment of an ecotourism organization similar 

to the ones in Sweden and Norway is seen necessary in the country. 
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Appendix 1 ECEAT Finland Guidelines for Ecological and Cultural 
Sustainability (in Finnish and English) (ECEAT Suomi 2011b) 
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In English 
 
Travellers 
1. PROVIDING ENVIRONMENTAL INFORMATION 
1.1 ECEAT certificate indicates the “ecological status” of the tourism attraction. The 
certification is admitted by the national ECEAT, from which the traveler can ask for more 
information. The certification is admitted for a fixed period, the traveler can check its 
liability 
1.2 Information about the local nature, organic farming and culture is available. This 
increases understanding and respect towards them (e.g. brochures, guide books, tours, 
ecologic service lists) 
1.3 Information about what kind of activity is ecologically unsustainable is available (e.g. 
collecting endangered plants, making souvenirs of endangered plants or buying them, 
uncontrolled hunting and fishing) 
1.4 The ECEAT quality criteria must be available for travelers when asked  
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL ECOMMENDATIONS:  
1.5 The resort is willing to discuss about ecological sustainability with tourists. 
 
Farming 
2. SUPPORTING ECOLOGICAL FARMING 
2.1 No chemical pesticides are used in gardens, fields and greenhouses (only by exception) 
2.2 No fertilizers are used (some exceptions can be allowed when changing to organic 
farming) 
2.3 The resort focuses on wellbeing, good treatment and natural behavior of animals 
2.4 Resorts providing food services are using some organic food 
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS:  
2.5 No genetically manufactured organisms(GMO) or treated  seeds are used in production 
2.6 Resorts providing food services have at least two organic products in everyday use 
2.7 No GMO-products are used in food services 
2.8 Self-service cabins have a list of ecofriendly services in the area 
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3. RESPONSIBLE WATER AND ENERGY USAGE 
3.1 The resort has water and energy saving policies and uses of renewable energy (applied 
to local conditions) 
3.2 Bed linen will be changed only by customer’s request 
3.3 There are no leaking water pipes or taps in the resort 
3.4 Information about ecological and responsible use of water, energy and other natural 
resources is available (information boards, -leaflets, guidance)  
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS: 
3.5 The resort uses mainly bioenergy (wood, timber, pellet, geothermal heating) or green 
power (ekosähkö, -hyötytuuli-, norppa etc. or own production) 
 
4. ECOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTION 
4.1 The resort is willing to invest in sustainable construction or maintenance technology 
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS: 
4.2 The buildings are kept in good condition 
4.3 Traditional work methods and material (such as wood, clay, straw, brick) are used in 
building construction and maintenance 
4.4. New buildings are built according to tradition and capabilities of the environment 
 
5. DECREASE OF WASTE 
5.1 The resort follows national waste disposal laws 
5.2 The guests have opportunity to sort solid waste (applied to local conditions) 
5.3 The resort follows national waste water laws 
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS: 
5.4 The resort tries to decrease the amount of waste (for example by avoiding disposable 
cutlery and unnecessary packaging) 
5.5 Bio waste is composted or taken to bio waste disposal container 
5.6 Bio waste and other reusable waste is recycled (sorting applied to local conditions) 
5.7 Problem waste is collected (compulsory) 
 
6. ECOLOGICAL TRANSPORTATION 
6.1 Public and ecological transportation are actively supported (information about bus 
schedules, bike rentals etc.) 
6.2 If the resort offers tours/sport activities, these are first and foremost ecological (biking, 
riding, paddling, rowing, hiking) 
 
 FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS: 
6.3 Guests arriving by own car to the resort pay full price, guests using public/ecological 
transportation receive some kind of discount (such as free breakfast, pick-up from the bus 
stop, free sauna) depending on the resort 
 
Nature 
7. THE RESORT WORKS TOWARDS WELLBEING OF THE LOCAL LANDSCAPE, HABITAT AND 
BIODIVERSITY 
7.1 The resort offers activities that do not disturb wild flora and fauna and their normal 
behavior (noise, approach etc.). Also travelers have to avoid disturbing the environment 
with their own actions. 
7.2 The resort avoids damaging local flora and fauna with unsustainable consumption 
(erosion etc.) 
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7.3 The farm/garden/camping area is environmentally friendly maintained and with respect 
to local flora and fauna 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
7.4 Disturbing actions to nature conservation areas are not supported 
7.5 Disturbance during breeding seasons is minimized 
7.6 The local water systems are surrounded by protective area (beaches, ponds, rivers, 
swamps etc.) 
 
Culture 
8. ACTIVE PARTICIPATION IN FOSTERING CULTURAL HERITAGE 
8.1New buildings and maintenance work respects traditional building techniques and style 
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
8.2 Culturally significant buildings are restored 
8.3 Travellers are informed about local cultural sights and events 
 
9. ACTIVE INFLUENCE TO THE LOCAL ECONOMY AND COOPERATION 
9.1 The resort hosts are willing to do shopping in local stores and/or have cooperation with 
local product/service producers 
9.2 If the resort sells food, souvenirs, agricultural products etc., they are primarily locally 
produced 
 
FINLAND’S ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
9.3 The resort prefers local work force, products and suppliers 
 
Future 
10. INCREASE OF ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY ACTIONS AND OPENNESS TO NEW IDEAS 
AND DEVELOPMENT DIRECTIONS 
10.1 ECEAT Finland and the upcoming quality system encourage the resort to better their 
ecological and cultural sustainability 
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Appendix 2 ECEAT Technical Requirements (ECEAT Suomi 2011c) 
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Appendix 3 PAN Parks Verification Manual (Pan Parks 2008) 
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Appendix 4 Criteria for Green Tourism of Finland® (Green Tourism of 
Finland® 2011) 
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In English 
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Appendix 5 Survey to nature-based tourism entrepreneurs 
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